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• All attendees are muted
• Session is being recorded
• Recording will be available on demand
• By joining, you consent to recording, retention, and use

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Recording Disclosure



4

• Use the Q&A panel for presenter questions
• We’ll answer in the Q&A portion of the presentation reserved for the end of the webinar

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Q & A
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I N T R O D U C T I O N
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W E L C O M E

Message from the Secretary
Dr. Latika Davis-Jones
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DIRECTOR
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PENN STATE DOUGLAS W. POLLOCK CENTER FOR ADDICTION OUTREACH AND RESEARCH,
RESEARCH ASSOCIATE

Life Unites Us: a Digital Media 
Behavior Change Campaign
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Our Common Agenda: Life Unites Us is an evidence-based behavior change public health intervention designed to 
reduce addiction-related stigma of substance use disorder (SUD) in the state of Pennsylvania. The campaign is a 
collaborative effort between Penn State, the Public Good Projects, and Shatterproof – in close partnership with 
and funded through the Pennsylvania Department of Drug and Alcohol Programs.

Life Unites Us: An Effort to Reduce SUD Stigma
O V E R V I E W
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Life Unites Us: An Effort to Reduce SUD Stigma
O V E R V I E W
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Contact-based education uses social contact to improve relations among groups that are 
experiencing stigma and discrimination – sharing personal stories of people with a stigmatized 
condition to audiences who may hold stigmatizing beliefs towards them. 

Sharing stories to reduce stigma: 

● Break down barriers that foster discomfort and fear;

● Humanize stigmatized individuals and reduce social distance.

O V E R V I E W

A Contact-Based Approach for Pennsylvanians 

Ending Discrimination against People with Mental and Substance Use Disorders: the Evidence for Stigma Change. The National Academies Press, 2016.
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C AM P AI G N  S T R AT E G Y

Best Performing Content: 2024
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C AM P AI G N  S T R AT E G Y

Community Feedback Highlights
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C AM P AI G N  S T R AT E G Y

Highlights: 2023-2024
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Collective impact is a network of community members, organizations, and institutions who 
advance equity by learning together, aligning, and integrating their actions to achieve population 
and systems level change.

C O M M U N I T Y  E N G AG E M E N T

Collective Impact: Driven by Community
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• Community Impact Committee
• Community Award Grant
• Data Portal
• Trainings & Webinars
• Community Building Workbook 
• Newsletter

C O M M U N I T Y  E N G AG E M E N T

Offerings
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Public Good News (PGN) is a nonprofit newsroom dedicated 
to community health. PGN partners with trusted local voices 
throughout the U.S. to distribute accurate, accessible, and 
inclusive health news in English and Spanish. 

Keep an eye out for: 
• Local stories centered around the work of 

local  organizations, providing real-life examples on how 
orgs are responding to SUD and recovery topics.

• Partnership opportunities for community organizations to 
pitch topics and be featured + collaboration with 
newsrooms to republish and co-author stories.

• Community roundtable with local journalists and 
organizations to inform unbiased, non-stigmatizing SUD 
reporting and best practices for writing. 

C O M M U N I T Y  E N G AG E M E N T

Offerings
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An evidenced-based, mixed methods approach
• Literature reviews
• Quantitative Surveys
• Qualitative Interviews
• Project ECHO Stigma Reduction Pilots

• Community 
• Healthcare

R E S E AR C H  

Data Collection
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Several trends in average responses were 
identified since the launch of the campaign: ​

• 31.7% of the respondents viewed the Life 
Unites Us campaign

• Pennsylvanians indicated increasing 
willingness to purchase or obtain naloxone

• Pennsylvanians have indicated increasing 
agreement that fentanyl test strips should be 
used as an overdose prevention strategy

R E S E AR C H  

42 Month Survey Results
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C O N N E C T  W I T H  U S

Getting Involved

Instagram / X:
@LifeUnitesUsPA

Facebook / YouTube: 
@LifeUnitesUs

Website:
www.LifeUnitesUs.com

http://www.lifeunitesus.com/


ASHLEY NARVAEZ, MHA
SHATTERPROOF NATIONAL STIGMA INITIATIVE, SENIOR PROGRAM MANAGER

Language Guidance



21

Stigma is a socially and culturally constructed process that reproduces inequalities and is 
perpetuated by the exercise of social, economic, and political power.1

It is a barrier to receiving healthcare and engaging in help-seeking behavior and results in 
discrimination and exclusion.

What is stigma?

Source: Sarah E. Stutterheim, Yvonne L. van der Kooij, Rik Crutzen, Robert A. C. Ruiter, Arjan E. R. Bos, and 
Gerjo KokA. "SYSTEMATIC APPROACH TO STIGMA REDUCTION Intervention Mapping as a guide to 
developing, implementing, and evaluating stigma reduction interventions."

Prejudices DiscriminationStereotypes

B U T  F I R S T ,  A R E F R E S H E R  O N  S T I GM A
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How Language Influences Stigma

Language is powerful — it’s one of the main ways stereotypes gets created and reinforced. 

• Judgment and Blame: Terms that imply a moral failing can foster judgment and a sense of blame rather than 
recognizing a person's full humanity.

• Impacts Treatment and Care: Stigmatizing language in medical records can lead to negative attitudes and less 
effective care from healthcare professionals.

• Internalized Stigma: Repeated exposure to negative language can lead individuals to internalize these beliefs, 
negatively affecting their self-worth and motivation to seek help.

The use of stigmatizing language causes harm to others and has lasting effects on policy, 
employment, quality of life and self-confidence. Small shifts in language help break the cycle of 
stigma → prejudice → discrimination.

Source: Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Association. National Survey on Drug Use and Health (2024)

L AN G U AG E  G U I D AN C E
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Where do we start?
All of us influence how we, as a community and as individuals, think about addiction. 

1. Use person-first language when writing about substance use (SU) or describing 
people who use drugs (PWUD).

2. Use framing that centers hope and healing.

3. Strive for humanization and share narratives that highlight personal stories. 

L AN G U AG E  G U I D AN C E
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Person-First Language
Person-first language is neutral and non-judgmental, emphasizing the person and viewing 
the medical condition as only part of the whole person.

Source: McGinty, E.E., Stone, E.M., Kennedy-Hendricks, A., Barry, C.L. (2019). Stigmatizing language in news media
coverage of the opioid epidemic: Implications for public health. McGinty, E.E., Stone, E.M., Kennedy-Hendricks, A., Barry,
C.L. Preventative Medicine, 124, 110-114. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2019.03.018

Someone exposed to person-first language is less likely to say that a person with a 
SUD is personally responsible for their medical condition and less likely to recommend 
punitive action. 3

Try these:
• “person with a substance use disorder”
• “person with lived experience”
• “person in recovery”

L AN G U AG E  G U I D AN C E
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Person-First Language in Practice
• When speaking about people with lived 

experience, emphasize their full humanity 
— including their relationships, interests, 
hopes, and dreams.

• Use language that highlights treatability.

• Recognize that each person’s journey is 
unique and encourage respect for the 
choices people make around timelines, 
resources, and treatment types.

Kaley is a wife and a 
person who has lived 

experience with 
substance use.

Like many other people 
with SUD, Tim’s recovery 
took time. 

Sarah used MOUD, a 
safe and effective 
treatment  pathway, to 
support her recovery.

L AN G U AG E  G U I D AN C E
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Person-First Language in Practice

Language and identity are deeply personal. When we educate on and encourage the use of non-stigmatizing 
language, we’re establishing best practices for the general public. We are not telling people with lived experience 
how they should identify.

Recommended Language Stigmatizing Language Rationale

Substance use disorder, X use 
disorder

Substance abuse, drug abuse, drug 
habit, drug problem

Neutral, non-judgmental language 
carries fewer implications of blame 
and increases understanding that 
SUD is a medical condition.

Recurrence of substance use Relapse, lapse, slip Neutral, non-judgmental language 
indicates that a recurrence is a 
normal part of a person’s journey 
rather than a break or error in their 
recovery.

Substance-free, no longer using X 
substance, testing negative for 
substance use

Clean Terms like “dirty” / “clean” are 
associated with filth, not a medical 
condition.

A Note on Self-Identification

L AN G U AG E  G U I D AN C E
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Framing for Good
The way a concept is packaged and presented influences audiences’ attitudes and 
beliefs. Framing is the choices we make in what we emphasize, how and what we explain, 
and what we leave unsaid. 

Many common story frames do not reflect the complexities of addiction and may introduce 
or reinforce existing stigmatizing beliefs. 

Common Stigmatizing Frame Stigmatizing Frame Example Non-Stigmatizing Framing

Victimization “Suffering” / “Struggling” “is being treated for…”

Exceptionalism NIMBY (Us vs. Them) Community Solutions (We)

Treatability “Curable” / “Incurable” Treatment Pathways

Myth-busting Do this, not that. Here's why we do this.

Recovery Only Recovery is the ultimate 
solution.

Recovery status does not 
define value as a human.

Binary (Recovery/Active Use) “When I was in active use, I 
was untrustworthy.”

“My friends who use 
substances are some of the 
kindest people I know.”

L AN G U AG E  G U I D AN C E
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P H O T O  G U I D AN C E

A Note on Imagery

Stigmatizing imagery can reinforce negative attitudes and beliefs about individuals with SUD. It 
can also be triggering for people with lived experience and family or friends.

Stigmatizing Imagery 4 Non-Stigmatizing Imagery 4

Source: Hulsey, J., Zawislak, K., Sawyer-Morris, G. et al. Stigmatizing imagery for substance use disorders: a qualitative exploration. 
Health Justice 11, 28 (2023). https://doi.org/10.1186/s40352-023-00229-6. 
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Themes Messengers

L AN G U AG E  G U I D AN C E

The Power of Storytelling
Centering the stories of people with lived experience has the power to counter misinformation, 
increase proximity, and connect audiences to resources.  

• Hope
• Healing 
• Strong Character
• Accomplishments
• Supportive Relationships

• People w/ Lived Experience
• Friends & Family Members
• Experts/Professionals in the Field
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L AN G U AG E  G U I D AN C E

Key Takeaways

Audit your own language. Identify outdated and stigmatizing terms in your own writing and 
speech. Then, replace them with person-first, neutral alternatives.

Edit with a stigma-free lens. Commit to reviewing language, framing, and imagery related to 
substance use and related concepts in your work. Regularly seek out reputable sources to 
provide direction on appropriate language to use. 

Share your knowledge. Adopt a practice of explaining which terms you are using and why, 
especially to others who may not be familiar with neutral/non-judgmental language. 
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• Recovery Research Institute: Addictionary
• Frameworks Institute
• Social Change Initiative | Narrative Change
• Shatterproof | Language Guide

L AN G U AG E  G U I D AN C E

Resources

https://www.recoveryanswers.org/addiction-ary/
https://www.recoveryanswers.org/addiction-ary/
https://www.recoveryanswers.org/addiction-ary/
https://www.frameworksinstitute.org/framing-fundamentals/
https://www.frameworksinstitute.org/framing-fundamentals/
https://www.frameworksinstitute.org/framing-fundamentals/
https://www.frameworksinstitute.org/framing-fundamentals/
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/www.shatterproof.org/sites/default/files/2023-02/Stigma-AddictionLanguageGuide-v3.pdf
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/www.shatterproof.org/sites/default/files/2023-02/Stigma-AddictionLanguageGuide-v3.pdf


HANNA WEBSTER
PITTSBURGH POST-GAZETTE, HEALTH REPORTER

Reporting Best Practices
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• Fatal overdoses are decreasing
• Medetomidine’s role
• Patchwork supply: BTMPS, -caine drugs (as many as 4–12 substances)
• Polysubstance use

o In Pa. in 2024, 41% of fatal overdoses involved a combination of stimulants and fent 
(Pennsylvania Office of Drug Surveillance & Misuse Prevention)

• Drug scheduling debates

o 7-OH, xylazine, cannabis
• Shapiro allocating $$$ in budget address for substance use disorder
• Federal funding cuts for recovery support organizations

R E P O R T I N G  B E S T  P R AC T I C E S

Current landscape of the opioid/drug 
space
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R E P O R T I N G  B E S T  P R AC T I C E S

Infighting within the recovery 
community

https://www.post-gazette.com/news/health/2025/08/31/fentanyl-overdose-prevention/stories/202508310086
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R E P O R T I N G  B E S T  P R AC T I C E S

https://www.post-gazette.com/news/health/2025/08/31/fentanyl-overdose-prevention/stories/202508310086

Infighting within the recovery 
community
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• Your sources are the experts in their experiences
• Interview to learn from them
• Recognize the systemic issues that got us here: many people who use drugs 

are also struggling with housing, poverty, domestic violence or abusive 
relationships, systemic racism, and trauma 

• Use person-first language
• Use data to bolster your findings

R E P O R T I N G  B E S T  P R AC T I C E S

Tips for combatting stigma
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• Consistency is key: keep showing up
• Be transparent about your process and your intentions with the interview
• Review statements, quotes back when you can
• Try to follow up

R E P O R T I N G  B E S T  P R AC T I C E S

Trust building
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R E P O R T I N G  B E S T  P R AC T I C E S

Be on the ground whenever possible

https://www.post-gazette.com/news/health/2024/05/16/pa-xylazine-law-shapiro/stories/202405160099
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R E P O R T I N G  B E S T  P R AC T I C E S

Be on the ground whenever possible

https://www.post-gazette.com/news/health/2024/06/09/fentanyl-crisis-elliott-henry/stories/202406090059

https://www.post-gazette.com/news/health/2024/06/09/fentanyl-crisis-elliott-henry/stories/202406090059
https://www.post-gazette.com/news/health/2024/06/09/fentanyl-crisis-elliott-henry/stories/202406090059
https://www.post-gazette.com/news/health/2024/06/09/fentanyl-crisis-elliott-henry/stories/202406090059
https://www.post-gazette.com/news/health/2024/06/09/fentanyl-crisis-elliott-henry/stories/202406090059
https://www.post-gazette.com/news/health/2024/06/09/fentanyl-crisis-elliott-henry/stories/202406090059
https://www.post-gazette.com/news/health/2024/06/09/fentanyl-crisis-elliott-henry/stories/202406090059
https://www.post-gazette.com/news/health/2024/06/09/fentanyl-crisis-elliott-henry/stories/202406090059
https://www.post-gazette.com/news/health/2024/06/09/fentanyl-crisis-elliott-henry/stories/202406090059
https://www.post-gazette.com/news/health/2024/06/09/fentanyl-crisis-elliott-henry/stories/202406090059
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hwebster@post-gazette.com

 @hannamwebster.bsky.social

 @hannamwebster

R E P O R T I N G  B E S T  P R AC T I C E S

Contact & Follow



Q & A



Resources & Follow-Up
PA-DDAP.INFO/LUUCOMMRESOURCES

https://pa-ddap.info/luucommresources
https://pa-ddap.info/luucommresources
https://pa-ddap.info/luucommresources
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